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Abstract 
Kenrokuen, in Kanazawa, has been claimed as the best of Japan’s three most beautiful gardens as it incorporates all 
six features of a good garden stated in Chinese literature: spaciousness, seclusion, artifice, antiquity, use of water, and 
panorama.  This garden is therefore preferred by Japanese and foreign visitors. Researches on environmental 
preferences have suggested that people tend to like the place they can understand and have opportunities for 
exploration.  Understanding is accounted for coherence and legibility of the environment, whereas exploration 
requires complexity and mystery of the surroundings.  This paper thus employs the understanding-and-exploration 
approach to examine Kenrokuen’s six attributes and preferences.  
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1. Introduction 
Kenrokuen has been claimed as the best of Japan’s three most beautiful gardens along with Kairakuen 
in Mito, Ibaraki Prefecture, and Korakuen in Okayama, Okayama Prefecture.  It is located in the center of 
Kanazawa City, Ishikawa Prefecture.  Kenrokuen is a strolling-style landscape garden, in which natural 
scenery is reproduced within a limited space of 11 hectares (27 acres).  Natural elements such as trees, 
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flowers, ponds, waterfalls, streams and hills are organized as they appear in nature.  The special features 
are two-legged yukimi-doro or Kotoji-doro (snowing-viewing lantern) and the “yuki-zuri” scene, where 
each branch of the trees is tied with a straw rope to a central pole to protect them from breaking from the 
weight of the snow and help them grow in a natural manner (JNTO, 2003).   
Kenrokuen was originally a private garden of the outer residence of Kanazawa Castle, which belonged 
to the Maeda clan, the most powerful feudal family under the Tokugawa Shogunate who ruled the area in 
the Edo Period (1603-1868). The garden was established in 1676 by the fifth Lord Maeda, Tsunanori.  
However, in 1759, it was burnt down in the great fire. Then in 1774 the garden was reconstructed and 
enlarged and finally was completed in 1822 by the twelfth lord, Narinaga .  Over a period of two hundred 
years, from the 17th to the 19th century, the garden was gradually and timely constructed (“Kenrokuen 
Garden”, 2005). 
Kenrokuen was the Maeda family’s private garden; thus entry was forbidden without the permission of 
the lords.  It was not until 1874, when Japan’s feudal era came to an end and after the Meiji Restoration, 
that it was opened to the public.  In 1922 and 1985, the garden was designated as a National Site of 
Scenic Beauty and a National Site of Special Scenic Beauty, respectively (Kanazawa Castle and Kenroku-
en Management Office, n.d.; Japan Atlas: Historic Sites, 2005); JICA., 2005).  
The name “Kenrokuen” literally means “a garden combining six” that can be translated to “a refined 
garden incorporating six attributes”, referring to all six features or design themes of a good garden stated 
in Chinese literature in the 11th century.  These attributes are spaciousness, seclusion, artifice, antiquity, 
elaborate use of water, and panorama or scenic charm.  Kenrokuen has all of these in abundance; 
therefore, it is believed that this garden is beautiful and preferred by Japanese and foreign visitors.   
Researches on environmental preferences have suggested that people tend to like the place they can 
understand and have opportunities for exploration.  Understanding refers to the desire people have to 
make sense of their surroundings; exploration, further, conveys the need people want to find out what lies 
ahead.  Substantial studies of landscape preference have presented that the issue of understanding is 
accounted for coherence and legibility of the environment, whereas the subject of exploration requires 
complexity and mystery of the surroundings (Kaplan et al., 1998).  By this rationale, the understanding-
and-exploration approach has been employed to examine Kenrokuen with regards to the relationships of 
the six attributes and preferences.  Moreover, the investigation on the cultural difference affecting to 
perception and landscape preference has been furthered.  This study explores whether the beautiful 
Japanese garden, incorporating six attributes according to Chinese theory, is preferred by people in other 
cultures.  It then investigates Thais’ perception of and preference for Japanese garden in the 
understanding-and-exploration approach.  It is hoped that the outcomes of this study will provide some 
notations, though not a conclusion, about preferred garden attributes and a reaffirmation that Japanese 
garden design themes are generally preferred by people from different cultures. 
2. Literature Review 
Japanese garden design has been influenced by a Chinese theory.  Included is Kenrokuen.  It has been 
inspired by the ancient Chinese book of gardens, the literature of the Sung Dynasty, which states that a 
perfect garden should incorporate six focal themes of beauty or there should be six different sublime 
qualities to which a garden can aspire in groups of pairs, namely: spaciousness & seclusion, artifice & 
antiquity, water-use & panorama.  However, it is difficult to find a garden that can include with any three 
or four of these desirable attributes but magnificent Kenrokuen has all of these six features (Ishikawa 
Prefecture, 2003; Japan Reference, 2005).  
Kenrokuen combines the two conflicting characteristics naturally. Regarding the spaciousness & 
seclusion attributes, the garden is laid out with many open areas of ponds and lawns along with scattering 
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nooks and crannies around the place.  With respect to the paired features of artifice & antiquity, 
Kenrokuen finely reflects in effacing artificial rocks, trained trees and man-made elements in a nature-like 
approach.  The couple of water-use and panorama contrasts in a matter of elevation location.  The water 
features, including ponds, streams and fountains, are located in the area of low lands such as hollows and 
troughs of the earth.  On the contrary, the panorama or broad, scenic views can be found in the high lands.  
Kenrokuen offers both sublime qualities presenting abundant use of water in the garden and picturesque 
scenes overlooking to the mountains faraway (Ishikawa Prefecture, 2003). 
With the essential six characteristics, Kenrokuen gives the beauty of a traditional Japanese garden to 
all visitors throughout the four seasons.  In spring, cherry blossoms turn the garden to light pink.  In 
summer, started with the irises bloom along the winding streams and followed by leafy trees offer 
pleasant shades in late summer.  In autumn, the garden is beautifully colored with red and yellow.  In 
winter, tree branches are protected from heavy snows by “yuki-zuri”.  The ropes on the trees are a winter 
sight of Kanazawa (Kanazawa Castle and Kenruku-en Management Office, n.d.; Ishikawas Prefecture , 
2005).  The design of Kenrokuen with six attributes, in four seasons, has long been favored by Japanese 
and foreign visitors.  Therefore, it is interesting to investigate this garden preference belonging to Thai 
individuals. 
The understanding-and-exploration framework, based on the research of environmental preferences, 
developed by Kaplan et al. (1998) provides the ground for this study.  Generally this kind of research 
relies on using photographs of different places as tools for respondents to rate how much they like the 
place or scene in the pictures.  The outcome of this preference study normally shows that people like the 
pictures with organized spaces and thus they can well understand and feel safe of the places.  The pictures 
with low in preference tend to be the scenes of large areas with undistinguished features, allowing no 
feeling to do any exploration, and the scenes of dense vegetation and blocked views without a clear focus, 
permitting feelings of becoming lost and confusion.  The pictures of low-in-preference are commonly 
deficient in the contents of understanding and exploration.  On the other side, the pictures with high-in-
preference tend to be the scenes with spaced trees, providing a clear focus, and smooth ground, offering 
invitation to the place.  It is inferred that the study of environmental preference involves the information 
in our surroundings with its contents and organization, which can bring people’s ability to conduct their 
understanding and exploration.  Understanding refers to the desire people have to comprehend what goes 
around them.  It provides a sense of security.  When people cannot make sense of their surroundings, they 
can become distressed.  However, understanding is not enough for people’s well-being.  People want to 
explore, to find out what lies ahead, to seek more information and look for new challenges.  Without 
opportunities to explore, it is depressing.  Various studies bring to conformity that the landscape 
providing both understanding and exploration contents are high in preference. 
Involving the matter of how the environment carries information, the preference study further divides 
an understanding-and-exploration approach into two terms: whether the information extracted from the 
scene depends on a two-dimensional or a three-dimensional view.  The two-dimensional view concerns 
primary information deriving from a rapid, direct assessment of the patterns of light and dark, elements, 
textures, number, grouping, placement, and location.  The three-dimensional view involves the inference 
of the scenes, what is behind the scenes, which may take time a little longer than the two-dimensional 
view does.  Kaplan et al (1998) therefore asserts a preference matrix (Table 1) with four information 
factors, a two-by-two matrix: coherence and complexity are based on the two-dimensional view; legibility 
and mystery acquire the inference of the third dimension, including an imagination when an individual is 
in the scene. 
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Table 1. Preference matrix; Source: Kaplan et al., (1998) 
 Understanding Exploration 
Two-dimensional view Coherence Complexity 
Three-dimensional view Legibility Mystery 
 
The matter of understanding is accounted for coherence and legibility, providing information that can 
help with making sense of the environment.  These two contents put up an environment which is well 
organized, distinctive, and easy to understand.  On the other side, exploration includes complexity and 
mystery of the surroundings.  The elements in the environment are diverse and entail visual cues to 
explore.  It is noted that in a certain scene the four information factors work together but each part effects 
in a different degree; therefore, understanding and exploration extents along with environmental 
preference vary.  The four information factors carry different characteristics.  Coherence is in an 
environment that is well organized, in order, repeating, and unifying.   It eases understanding of the 
surroundings.  Complexity pertains to many elements in a scene; it is so intricate but can encourage 
exploration.  Legibility is distinctiveness, memorable, helping orientation or way-finding.  It helps 
understanding of a place, finding a way to a destination and a way back too. Mystery involves an 
environment that provides hints of what is coming, such as a curve path and a partially blocked view.  It 
induces an observer to explore.  Different levels of coherence, legibility, complexity and mystery allow 
different degrees of how people feel in a place: understanding and exploration.  Moreover, different 
people hold diverse feelings and attitudes towards different surroundings.  Correspondingly, different 
people perceive and prefer the environment differently.  This is due to a variation of socio-cultural 
backgrounds and experiences (Michelson, 1966; Pocock & Hudson, 1978).  
3. Methodology 
This study examines the perception of six landscape attributes - spaciousness, seclusion, artifice, 
antiquity, use of water, and panorama - and the preference for Kenrokuen in the framework of 
understanding and exploration, based on the four information factors of the garden scenes: coherence, 
legibility, complexity and mystery.  The investigated variables, six landscape attributes and four 
information factors, are qualitatively operationalized by means of the selected pictures, the tools in the 
study, expliciting their embedded features.  It is convinced that perception of and preference for an 
environment are indivisible; therefore, the perception of the four information factors is included.  Prior to 
conduct an investigation, tools are developed and participants are selected.    
3.1. Tools 
The tools in the study include pictures of Kenrokuen and a structured questionnaire.  Like many 
studies concerned with the determinants of visual perception and preference, this study utilizes 
photographs as stimuli to be rated (e.g., Raksawin, 2011; Suthasupa, 1994, Herzog et al., 1976; Calvin et 
al., 1972)   Ten photographs, taken by the researcher and obtained from websites, are chosen to assess 
garden features, information factors and favors of the scenes (Fig 1a-j).  The picture selection is based on 
the researcher’s justification of the differences each picture can represent six attributes.  Some pictures 
may incorporate many features; others may carry very few design themes.  The variation of pictures is 
randomly made.  The pictures are modified to black-and-white ones, with similar light exposure and 
conditions, and then pasted in a prepared questionnaire.  Each picture is individually placed on a page.  
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The space provided for pasting a picture is 13 by 15 centimeters, either landscape or portrait orientation, 
depending on which they were taken.  The questions asked are followed a picture.  There are 10 pages in 
a questionnaire set.   
The questionnaire asks three subjects: the six garden attributes, the four information factors included in 
the understanding-and-exploration approach, and the preference for the scene.  The questions inquire how 
much a respondent think about, feel in, and like a place in the picture by using a ten-point scale 
representing the degree to which a respondent perceives and prefers the landscape.  A scale of one refers 
the lowest degree of representation; ten refers the highest one.  A respondent answers the questions, 
picture by picture, by writing the numbers denoting their perception and preference along the structured 
questionnaire.      
3.2. Participants 
Nineteen graduate students, studying a landscape architecture course, at the Faculty of Architecture, 
Silpakorn University, were selected to participate in the study as to explore whether their perception of 
and preference for Japanese garden scenes conform with Japanese concepts.  The issue of cultural 
difference is concerned in this study and thereby examined.  Furthermore, the general knowledge and 
understanding of landscape design are taken into accounted; therefore, the participants are the students 
who have taken a landscape class.  It should be noted that the small number of participants means that a 
definitive conclusion cannot be drawn, only a tentative one, one that may provide notations to a wider 
study.  
3.3. Procedure 
Each student was asked to answer the questions in the questionnaire by writing the numbers 
representing the degree to which one think that each scene contains the garden attributes, namely: 
spaciousness, seclusion, artifice, antiquity, water-use, and panorama.  Further, a student was to answer a 
feeling in each place, with a one-to-ten scale as well, on a basis of the understanding-and-exploration 
approach, the information factors of coherence, legibility, complexity, and mystery.  Lastly, a student was 
requested to give a rate of one’s preference for the scene.  
 












































Fig. 1 (a-j). Ten pictures to assess garden features, information factors and favors of the scenes 
(a) Picture 1 
(b) Picture 2 
(c) Picture 3 (d) Picture 4 
(e) Picture 5 (f) Picture 6 (g) Picture 7 
(h) Picture 8 (i) Picture 9 (j) Picture 10 
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4. Results and Discussions 
The ratings obtained from the questionnaire are used to find mean scores and correlation coefficient (r) 
of two data sets.  According to the mean values, the perception of the six garden attributes and the four 
information factors, as well as the preference for each scene are examined.  The pictures with the highest 
mean score of particular attributes, factors, and preference are assumed to be more relevant to such issues, 
and are thus selected to be the cases for inspection their associations with other issues.  Picture 1 gets the 
highest mean score for the attribute of mystery so this picture is used to explore the issue of mystery.  
Similarly, Picture 2 gets the highest mean score for the attributes of spaciousness, seclusion, antiquity, 
panorama, and the factors of coherence and legibility so it is employed to examine mentioned aspects. 
Picture 3 is for the factor of complexity; Picture 7 is for the attribute of water-use; Picture 8 is for the 
attribute of artifice; lastly, Picture 10 is for the issue of preference (Table 2).    
These relevant pictures are further explored correlation coefficient values with other data sets.  
Included are the associations between the perception of the six garden attributes and the preferences for 
the scene derived from the understanding-and-exploration framework (the perception of the four 
information factors) as in Table 3 and the perception of the four information factors and the preferences 
for the scene (Table 4).  
Table 2. Mean values of perception and preferences of ten selected pictures 
  Picture No. 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Perception issues            
Garden attributes 
 
Spaciousness 7.16 9.79 6.95 7.95 7.00 5.32 6.21 5.53 6.05 8.00 
Seclusion 7.53 8.84 4.95 5.68 6.47 6.47 7.53 5.89 5.68 7.94 
Artifice 3.89 2.26 7.32 7.11 5.53 7.37 5.68 7.42 5.72 6.11 
Antiquity 8.53 9.63 7.05 5.47 7.89 6.68 7.95 7.21 6.79 7.56 
Water-use 8.53 1.68 7.79 1.84 5.05 6.05 8.68 6.37 6.05 8.39 
Panorama 6.74 9.63 6.21 6.16 6.11 5.53 5.68 4.89 4.95 7.83 
Information factors Coherence 7.79 8.74 5.79 6.21 7.74 7.26 7.79 8.37 6.68 7.61 
Legibility 7.37 8.16 6.26 7.21 7.89 8.11 7.95 7.89 6.84 7.89 
Complexity 6.21 4.63 6.74 4.11 4.68 4.89 4.79 6.26 4.58 5.83 
Mystery 7.42 5.58 5.53 3.05 4.26 4.53 5.53 5.16 4.68 5.78 
Preference  6.95 7.79 6.21 5.42 7.16 7.21 7.47 7.58 6.32 8.00 
Note: The highest mean scores on each issue are underlined. 
Table 3 shows that Picture 2 is the case for the attributes of spaciousness, seclusion, antiquity and 
panorama.  Picture 7 and 8 are the cases for the features of water-use and artifice, respectively.  The 
perception of the attributes in the selected pictures and the preferences for such scene are examined by 
looking into how a respondent perceives the garden attributes and the four information factors.  It is 
suspected that the high correlation coefficient values show the strong affiliation between how much a 
respondent thinks the scene contains certain attributes and how much a respondent particularly feels in a 
place, understanding and exploration.  Moreover, the strong understanding and exploration a respondent 
have about the place, the high degree of favors that respondent has with that landscape.  Therefore, it is 
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interesting to find the connections between the attributes and the factors, which would support the theory 
that the gardens combining six attributes, such as Kenrokuen, are beautiful and mostly preferred. 
Regarding Table 3, for the attribute of spaciousness, the highest correlation coefficient value, 0.446, is 
with the factor of complexity.  For the seclusion feature, the highest score, 0.448, is with the mystery 
factor.  For the attribute of artifice, the highest value, 0.529, is with the complexity factor; the antiquity 
attribute is with the coherence factor; lastly, the attributes of water-use and panorama are with the 
mystery factor.  It is shown that the factor of mystery is cited 3 times, complexity 2 times, and coherence 
1 time.  The factor of legibility is not mentioned since the association of this factor and any attribute is not 
high.  However, from the results of the correlation coefficient values shown, it can be postulated that 
there are some relevancies of the six garden attributes in Kenrokuen and the respondents feel in the scenes 
which lead to preferences.   
Table 3. Correlation coefficient (r) between the perception of the six garden attributes and the preferences for the scenes derived 
from the four information factors (of the understanding-and-exploration framework) 
Picture No. 




Preference for the scene 




2 Spaciousness Coherence -0.249 
  Legibility -0.271 
  Complexity 0.446  
  Mystery 0.286 
2 Seclusion Coherence 0.208 
  Legibility 0.009 
  Complexity 0.276 
  Mystery 0.448 
8 Artifice Coherence -0.032 
  Legibility -0.338 
  Complexity 0.529 
  Mystery 0.228 
2 Antiquity Coherence 0.511 
  Legibility 0.072 
  Complexity 0.062 
  Mystery 0.303 
7 Water-use Coherence 0.229 
  Legibility 0.153 
  Complexity -0.174 
  Mystery -0.417 
2 Panorama Coherence -0.105 
  Legibility 0.048 
  Complexity 0.244 
  Mystery 0.413 
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Table 4. Correlation coefficient (r) between the perception of the four information factors and the preferences for the scene  
 
Picture No. 





2 Coherence 0.499 
2 Legibility 0.192 
3 Complexity 0.301 
1 Mystery -0.385 
 
The paired issues with the high correlations may bring numerous interpretations.  For the pair of 
spaciousness and complexity in Picture 2, the open area in the scene contains several elements to explore 
and thus lead to preference.  For the pair of seclusion and mystery in Picture 2, the niches and alcoves in 
the place offer hints inducing a respondent to explore.  For the pair of artifice and complexity in Picture 8, 
the artificial elements in the landscape are many to discover.  For the pair of antiquity and coherence in 
Picture 2, the natural setting of Kenrokuen is unifying and offers an understanding of the environment.  
For the pair of water-use and mystery in Picture 7, a curve pond visually inspires a respondent to 
investigate.  Lastly, for the pair of panorama and mystery in Picture 2, the high lands in Kenrokuen 
provide scenic views overlooking to distant mountains in which a respondent feels to explore.  Regarding 
the factor of legibility, it may be guessed that the selected scenes of Kenrokuen cannot provide a way-
finding to a respondent to understand the place.  However, it is positive that to experience the real 
environment would surely be memorable and feel in the place. 
Table 4 shows the correlation coefficient values between the four information factors and preferences 
for the scene.  It elaborates the association of how much a respondent feels in a landscape and how much 
a respondent favors the place.  Picture 2 gets the highest mean score for the factors of coherence and 
legibility.  Picture 3 gets the highest value for the factor of complexity.  Picture 1 gets the highest value 
for the factor of mystery.  The pictures with the highest score of certain factors are considered strongly 
relate to such issues and are further investigated.  Picture 2 has the highest correlation coefficient value of 
0.499.  This reveals that the factor of coherence is strongly connected to the preference for the scene.  It is 
possible to interpret that the strong unifying of the scene brings the high degree of preference because the 
landscape contents help people make sense of the environment. 
Regarding the preference issue, Table 2 shows that Picture 10 has the highest mean score of 
preference.  However, Picture 10 does not contain the highest mean value in other garden attributes or 
information factors.  It only gets the second high values for spaciousness, seclusion, panorama, and 
legibility.  It is suspected that the incorporating of many aspects may result in preference. 
It is noted that the results from this study deducted from the perception and preference belong to some 
Thai students who have studied a landscape architecture course and had an understanding and knowledge 
of landscape gardens, including Japanese designs.  Although they have significantly different socio-
cultural backgrounds and experiences from Japanese, their responses tend to agree with Japanese claims 
that Kenrokuen is beautiful, as shown in the associations derived from the study.  It possibly asserts that 
the landscapes consisting, any or many, of the studied attributes are preferred by people regardless of 
cultural differences.  In a broader speculation, it is sound to utilize the garden features reviewed in 
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5. Conclusion 
This paper examined Kenrokuen’s six garden attributes stated in a Chinese theory and preferences for 
this landscape by using the understanding-and-exploration framework which explains why people like the 
environment.  Ten black-and-white pictures of the garden were utilized as stimuli for the participants, 
nineteen graduate students in a landscape course at the Faculty of Architecture in Silpakorn University, to 
response how they think about, feel in, and like the scenes.  The ten-point scale questionnaire was used to 
represent the degrees to which a respondent perceives and prefers the landscape.  The outcomes are not 
meant to draw any specific conclusions, but to reaffirm the Chinese statement that the garden 
incorporating six features is beautiful and mostly preferred.  As the results were shown, there were some 
associations between the garden features and the information factors, which were accounted for the 
understanding-and-exploration approach.  The findings from this study may be applied to the designs of 
preferred environment that they would be better to consist of features reviewed in the study.  In fact, 
further investigations relating to many issues are needed.  Included are the perception and preference 
belong to people from other socio-cultural backgrounds and experiences, the perception of and preference 
for other types of gardens, and comparative studies of mentioned matters.       
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